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WHAT IS IT LIKE TO BE A BAT?
CONSCIOUSNESS

is what makesthe mind-bodyproblem

really intractable. Perhaps that is why currentdiscussions
of the problem give it little attentionor get it obviously wrong.
The recent wave of reductionisteuphoria has produced several
analyses of mental phenomena and mental concepts designed to
explain the possibilityof some varietyof materialism,psychophysical identification,or reduction.' But the problems dealt with are
those common to thistypeofreductionand other types,and what
makes the mind-bodyproblem unique, and unlike the water-H20
problem or the Turing machine-IBM machine problem or the
lightning-electrical
discharge problem or the gene-DNA problem
or the oak tree-hydrocarbonproblem, is ignored.
Every reductionist has his favorite analogy from modern
science. It is most unlikelythat any of these unrelated examples
of successfulreduction will shed light on the relation of mind to
brain. But philosophers share the general human weakness for
explanations of what is incomprehensible in terms suited for
what is familiar and well understood, though entirelydifferent.
This has led to the acceptance of implausible accounts of the
mental largely because they would permit familiar kinds of
reduction. I shall tryto explain why the usual examples do not
1 Examples are J. J. C. Smart, Philosophyand Scientific
Realism (London,
i963); David K. Lewis, "An Argument for the Identity Theory," Journalof
Philosophy,LXIII (i966), reprinted with addenda in David M. Rosenthal,

Hilary
Materialism & theMind-BodyProblem(Englewood Cliffs,N. J., I971);
Putnam, "Psychological Predicates" in Capitan and Merrill, Art, Mind, &
Religion (Pittsburgh, i967), reprinted in Rosenthal, op. cit.,as "The Nature of
Mental States"; D. M. Armstrong,A Materialist Theoryof theMind (London,
i968);
D. C. Dennett, Contentand Consciousness(London, I969). I have expressed earlier doubts in "Armstrong on the Mind," PhilosophicalReview,
LXXIX (1970), 394-403; "Brain Bisection and the Unity of Consciousness,"
Synthese,22 (I97I);
and a review of Dennett, Journal of Philosophy,LXIX
(1972).
See also Saul Kripke, "Naming and Necessity" in Davidson and
Harman, Semanticsof Natural Language (Dordrecht, I972), esp. pp. 334-342;
and M. T. Thornton, "Ostensive Terms and Materialism," The Monist, 56
(1972).
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help us to understand the relation between mind and bodywhy,indeed, we have at presentno conception of what an explanation of the physical nature of a mental phenomenonwould be.
Without consciousnessthe mind-body problem would be much
less interesting.With consciousnessit seems hopeless. The most
important and characteristicfeature of conscious mental phenomena is very poorly understood. Most reductionisttheoriesdo
not even try to explain it. And careful examination will show
that no currentlyavailable concept of reduction is applicable to
it. Perhaps a new theoreticalformcan be devised forthe purpose,
but such a solution, if it exists, lies in the distant intellectual
future.
Conscious experience is a widespread phenomenon. It occurs
at many levels of animal life, though we cannot be sure of its
presence in the simpler organisms,and it is very difficultto say
in general what provides evidence of it. (Some extremistshave
been prepared to deny it even of mammals other than man.) No
doubt it occurs in countlessformstotallyunimaginable to us, on
other planets in other solar systemsthroughoutthe universe.But
no matterhow the formmay vary, the fact that an organismhas
consciousexperienceat all means,basically,thatthereis something
it is like to be that organism. There may be furtherimplications
about the form of the experience; there may even (though I
doubt it) be implications about the behavior of the organism.
But fundamentallyan organismhas conscious mental statesifand
only if there is something that it is like to be that organismsomethingit is likefor the organism.
We may call this the subjective character of experience. It is
not captured by any of the familiar,recentlydevised reductive
analyses of the mental, for all of them are logically compatible
with its absence. It is not analyzable in termsof any explanatory
systemof functionalstates,or intentionalstates,since these could
be ascribed to robotsor automata that behaved like people though
they experienced nothing.2It is not analyzable in terms of the
causal role of experiencesin relationto typicalhuman behavior2
Perhaps there could not actually be such robots. Perhaps anythingcomplex
enough to behave like a person would have experiences. But that, if true, is a
fact which cannot be discovered merelyby analyzing the concept of experience.
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forsimilar reasonsA I do not deny that conscious mental states
and eventscause behavior,nor that theymay be given functional.
characterizations.I deny only that this kind of thingexhausts
theiranalysis. Any reductionistprogramhas to to be based on an
analysisof what is to be reduced. If the analysis leaves something
out, the problem will be falselyposed. It is useless to base the
defenseof materialismon any analysisof mental phenomena that.
failsto deal explicitlywith their subjective character. For there
is no reason to suppose that a reduction which seems plausible
when no attempt is made to account for consciousness can be
extendedto include consciousness.Without some idea, therefore
of what the subjective character of experience is, we cannot;
know what is required of a physicalisttheory.
While an account of the physical basis of mind must explain
manythings,this appears to be the most difficult.It is impossible
to exclude the phenomenological featuresof experience from a,
reduction in the same way that one excludes the phenomenal
featuresof an ordinary substance from a physical or chemical
reduction of it-namely, by explaining them as effectson the
minds of human observers.4If physicalismis to be defended,the
phenomenological featuresmust themselvesbe given a physical
account. But when we examine their subjective character it:
seems that such a result is impossible. The reason is that every
subjective phenomenon is essentially connected with a single
point of view, and it seems inevitable that an objective, physical
theorywill abandon that point of view.
Let me firsttryto state the issue somewhat more fullythan by
referringto the relation between the subjective and the objec,
tive,or between the pour-soi and the en-soi. This is far fromeasy.
Facts about what it is like to be an X are verypeculiar, so peculiar
that some may be inclined to doubt their reality,or the signifi.
cance of claims about them. To illustratethe connectionbetween
3 It is not equivalent to that about which we
are incorrigible,both because
we are not incorrigible about experience and because experience is present in
animals lacking language and thought, who have no beliefs at all about their
experiences.
4Cf. Richard Rorty, "Mind-Body Identity, Privacy, and Categories," The
Reviewof Metaphysics,XIX (i965), esp. 37-38.
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subjectivityand a point of view, and to make evident the importance of subjective features,it will help to explore the matter in
relation to an example that brings out clearly the divergence
between the two typesof conception,subjective and objective.
I assume we all believe that bats have experience. Afterall,
they are mammals, and there is no more doubt that they have
experience than that mice or pigeons or whales have experience.
I have chosen bats instead of wasps or floundersbecause if one
travelstoo far down the phylogenetictree,people gradually shed
theirfaiththat thereis experiencethereat all. Bats, althoughmore
closely related to us than those otherspecies, neverthelesspresent
a range of activityand a sensoryapparatus so differentfromours
that the problem I want to pose is exceptionallyvivid (though it
certainlycould be raised with other species). Even without the
benefit of philosophical reflection,anyone who has spent some
time in an enclosed space with an excited bat knows what it is to
encounter a fundamentallyalienformof life.
I have said that the essence of the belief that bats have experience is that there is somethingthat it is like to be a bat. Now
we know that most bats (the microchiroptera,to be precise)
perceive the external world primarilyby sonar, or echolocation,
detecting the reflections,fromobjects withinrange, of their own
rapid, subtlymodulated, high-frequencyshrieks.Their brains are
designed to correlate the outgoing impulses with the subsequent
echoes, and the informationthus acquired enables bats to make
precise discriminations of distance, size, shape, motion, and
texturecomparable to those we make by vision. But bat sonar,
though clearly a formof perception,is not similarin its operation
to any sense that we possess, and there is no reason to suppose
that it is subjectivelylike anythingwe can experienceor imagine.
This appears to create difficulties
forthe notion of what it is like
to be a bat. We must consider whetherany method will permit
us to extrapolate to the inner life of the bat fromour own case,5
and if not, what alternative methods there may be for understanding the notion.
5 By "our own case" I do not mean just "my own case," but rather the
mentalistic ideas that we apply unproblematically to ourselves and other
human beings.
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Our own experience provides the basic material forour imagination, whose range is thereforelimited. It will not help to try
to imagine that one has webbing on one's arms, which enables
one to fly around at dusk and dawn catching insects in one's
mouth; that one has very poor vision, and perceives the surrounding world by a system of reflectedhigh-frequencysound
signals; and that one spends the day hanging upside down by
one's feetin an attic. In so far as I can imagine this (which is not
very far), it tells me only what it would be like formeto behave
as a bat behaves. But that is not the question. I want to know
what it is like for a bat to be a bat. Yet if I tryto imagine this,I
am restrictedto the resources of my own mind, and those resources are inadequate to the task. I cannot performit either by
imagining additions to my present experience, or by imagining
segments gradually subtracted from it, or by imagining some
combination of additions, subtractions,and modifications.
To the extent that I could look and behave like a wasp or a
bat withoutchanging my fundamentalstructure,my experiences
would not be anythinglike the experiences of those animals. On
the other hand, it is doubtfulthat any meaning can be attached
to the suppositionthat I should possess the internal neurophysiological constitutionof a bat. Even if I could by gradual degrees
be transformedinto a bat, nothing in my present constitution
enables me to imagine what the experiences of such a future
stage of myselfthus metamorphosed would be like. The best
evidence would come from the experiences of bats, if we only
knew what they were like.
So if extrapolation fromour own case is involved in the idea
of what it is like to be a bat, the extrapolationmust be incompletable. We cannot formmore than a schematic conception of what
it is like. For example, we may ascribe general typesof experience
on the basis of the animal's structureand behavior. Thus we
describe bat sonar as a formof three-dimensionalforwardperception; we believe that bats feel some versions of pain, fear,
hunger, and lust, and that they have other, more familiartypes
of perception besides sonar. But we believe that these experiences
also have in each case a specificsubjective character,which it is
beyond our ability to conceive. And if there is conscious lifeelse439
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where in the universe,it is likelythat some of it will not be describable even in the most general experientialtermsavailable to
us.6 (The problem is not confinedto exotic cases, however,forit
exists between one person and another. The subjective character
of the experience of a person deaf and blind from birth is not
accessible to me, for example, nor presumably is mine to him.
This does not prevent us each from believing that the other's
experience has such a subjective character.)
If anyone is inclined to deny that we can believe in the existence of facts like this whose exact nature we cannot possibly
conceive, he should reflectthat in contemplatingthe bats we are
in much the same position that intelligent bats or Martians7
would occupy if they tried to forma conception of what it was
like to be us. The structureof their own minds might make it
impossibleforthemto succeed, but we know theywould be wrong
to conclude that there is not anything precise that it is like to
be us: that only certain general types of mental state could be
,ascribed to us (perhaps perceptionand appetitewould be concepts
common to us both; perhaps not). We know theywould be wrong
to draw such a skeptical conclusionbecause we knowwhat it is like
to be us. And we know that while it includes an enormousamount
of variation and complexity, and while we do not possess the
vocabulary to describe it adequately, its subjective charater is
highlyspecific,and in some respectsdescribable in termsthat can
be understoodonly by creatureslike us. The fact that we cannot
expect ever to accommodate in our language a detailed description of Martian or bat phenomenology should not lead us to
dismiss as meaningless the claim that bats and Martians have
experiences fullycomparable in richnessof detail to our own. It
would be fine if someone were to develop concepts and a theory
that enabled us to think about those things; but such an understanding may be permanentlydenied to us by the limits of our
nature. And to deny the reality or logical significanceof what
6
Therefore the analogical form of the English expression "what it is like"
but
is misleading. It does not mean "what (in our experience) it resembles,"
rather "how it is for the subject himself."
Any intelligent extraterrestrialbeings totally differentfrom us.
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we can never describe or understandis the crudestformof cognitive dissonance.
This bringsus to the edge of a topic that requires much more
discussion than I can give it here: namely, the relation between
factson the one hand and conceptual schemesor systemsof representation on the other. My realism about the subjective domain
in all its formsimplies a beliefin the existenceof factsbeyond the
reach of human concepts. Certainly it is possible for a human
being to believe that there are facts which humans never will
possessthe requisiteconceptsto representor comprehend. Indeed,
it would be foolishto doubt this,given the finitenessof humanity's
numbers
expectations.Afterall, therewould have been transfinite
even if everyonehad been wiped out by the Black Death before
Cantor discoveredthem. But one mightalso believe that thereare
facts which could not ever be representedor comprehended by
human beings, even if the species lasted forever-simply because
our structuredoes not permit us to operate with concepts of the
requisite type. This impossibilitymight even be observed by
other beings, but it is not clear that the existenceof such beings,
or the possibility of their existence, is a precondition of the
significanceof the hypothesisthat there are humanly inaccessible
facts. (After all, the nature of beings with access to humanly
inaccessible facts is presumably itself a humanly inaccessible
fact.) Reflectionon what it is like to be a bat seems to lead us,
therefore,to the conclusion that there are factsthat do not consist
in the truthof propositionsexpressiblein a human language. We
can be compelled to recognize the existenceof such factswithout
being able to state or comprehend them.
I shall not pursue this subject, however. Its bearing on the
topic beforeus (namely,themind-bodyproblem) is that it enables
us to make a general observation about the subjective character
of experience. Whatever may be the status of facts about what
it is like to be a human being, or a bat, or a Martian, these appear
to be facts that embody a particular point of view.
I am not adverting here to the alleged privacy of experience
to its possessor.The point of view in question is not one accessible only to a single individual. Rather it is a type.It is often
possible to take up a point of view other than one's own, so the
44I
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comprehension of such facts is not limited to one's own case.
There is a sense in which phenomenological facts are perfectly
objective: one personcan know or say of anotherwhat the quality
of the other's experience is. They are subjective,however,in the
sense that even this objective ascriptionof experience is possible
similar to the object of ascription
only for someone sufficiently
view-to understandthe ascriphis
of
point
to
adopt
able
to be
tion in the firstperson as well as in the third,so to speak. The
more differentfrom oneself the other experiencer is, the less
success one can expect with this enterprise.In our own case we
occupy the relevant point of view, but we will have as much
difficultyunderstanding our own experience properly if we
approach it fromanother point of view as we would if we tried
to understand the experience of another species without taking
up its point of view.8
This bears directlyon the mind-bodyproblem. For if the facts
of experience-facts about what it is like for the experiencing
organism-are accessible only fromone point of view, then it is
a mysteryhow the truecharacterof experiencescould be revealed
in the physicaloperation of that organism.The latteris a domain
of objective factspar excellence-thekind that can be observed and
understood from many points of view and by individuals with
differing
perceptualsystems.There are no comparable imaginative
obstacles to the acquisition of knowledgeabout bat neurophysiology by human scientists,and intelligentbats or Martians might
learn more about the human brain than we ever will.
8 It may be easier than I suppose to transcend inter-speciesbarriers with the
aid of the imagination. For example, blind people are able to detect objects
near them by a formof sonar, using vocal clicks or taps of a cane. Perhaps if
one knew what that was like, one could by extension imagine roughly what it
was like to possess the much more refinedsonar of a bat. The distance between
oneself and other persons and other species can fall anywhere on a continuum.
Even for other persons the understanding of what it is like to be them is only
partial, and when one moves to species very differentfrom oneself, a lesser
degree of partial understanding may still be available. The imagination is
remarkably flexible. My point, however, is not that we cannot knowwhat it is
like to be a bat. I am not raising that epistemological problem. My point is
of what it is like to be a bat (and a fortiori
rather that even to forma conception
to know what it is like to be a bat) one must take up the bat's point of view.
If one can take it up roughly, or partially, then one's conception will also be
rough or partial. Or so it seems in our present state of understanding.
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This is not by itselfan argumentagainst reduction.A Martian
scientistwith no understandingof visual perceptioncould understandthe rainbow,or lightning,or clouds as physicalphenomena,
though he would never be able to understand the human concepts of rainbow, lightning,or cloud, or the place these things
occupy in our phenomenal world. The objective nature of the
thingspicked out by these concepts could be apprehended by
him because, although the concepts themselvesare connected
witha particular point of view and a particularvisual phenomenology,the thingsapprehended fromthat point of view are not:
they are observable from the point of view but external to it;
hence theycan be comprehendedfromother points of view also,
either by the same organisms or by others. Lightning has an
objectivecharacterthat is not exhausted by its visual appearance,
and this can be investigatedby a Martian withoutvision. To be
precise,it has a moreobjective character than is revealed in its
visual appearance. In speaking of the move from subjectiveto
objectivecharacterization,I wish to remain noncommittalabout
the existence of an end point, the completelyobjective intrinsic
nature of the thing, which one might or might not be able to
reach. It may be more accurate to thinkof objectivityas a directionin which the understandingcan travel.And in understanding
a phenomenonlike lightning,it is legitimateto go as far away as
one can froma strictlyhuman viewpoint.9
In the case of experience, on the other hand, the connection
witha particular point of view seems much closer. It is difficult
to understandwhat could be meant by the objective
character of
an experience,apart fromthe particularpoint ofview fromwhich
itssubject apprehends it. Afterall, what would be leftof what it
was like to be a bat if one removed the viewpoint of the bat?
But if experience does not have, in addition to its subjective
character, an objective nature that can be apprehended from
I The problem I am going to raise can thereforebe posed even if the distinction between more subjective and more objective descriptions or viewpoints
can itselfbe made only within a larger human point of view. I do not accept
thiskind of conceptual relativism,but it need not be refutedto make the point
that psychophysical reduction cannot be accommodated by the subjective-toobjective model familiar from other cases.
443
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many differentpoints of view, then how can it be supposed that
a Martian investigatingmy brain might be observing physical
processes which were my mental processes (as he might observe
physical processes which were bolts of lightning), only from a
differentpoint of view? How, for that matter, could a human
physiologistobserve them fromanother point of view?1o
We appear to be faced with a general difficultyabout psychophysical reduction. In other areas the process of reduction is a
move in the directionof greaterobjectivity,toward a more accurate view of the real nature of things. This is accomplished by
reducing our dependence on individual or species-specificpoints
of view toward the object of investigation.We describe it not in
termsof the impressionsit makes on our senses, but in termsof
its more general effectsand of propertiesdetectable by means
otherthan the human senses. The less it depends on a specifically
human viewpoint, the more objective is our description. It is
possible to follow this path because although the concepts and
ideas we employ in thinkingabout the externalworld are initially
applied froma point of view that involves our perceptual apparatus, they are used by us to referto thingsbeyond themselvestoward which we havethe phenomenal point of view. Therefore
we can abandon it in favorof another,and still be thinkingabout
the same things.
Experience itself,however, does not seem to fit the pattern.
The idea of moving fromappearance to realityseems to make no
sense here. What is the analogue in this case to pursuinga more
objective understandingof the same phenomena by abandoning
the initial subjective viewpoint toward them in favor of another
that is more objective but concerns the same thing? Certainlyit
appearsunlikelythat we will get closer to the real nature of human
experienceby leaving behind the particularityofour human point
of view and strivingfora descriptionin termsaccessible to beings
that could not imagine what it was like to be us. If the subjective
character of experience is fully comprehensible only from one
10The problem is not just that when I look at the "Mona Lisa," my visual
experience has a certain quality, no trace of which is to be found by someone
looking into my brain. For even if he did observe there a tiny image of the
"Mona Lisa," he would have no reason to identifyit with the experience.
444
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point of view, then any shiftto greater objectivity-that is, less
attachment to a specific viewpoint-does not take us nearer to
the real nature of the phenomenon: it takes us fartheraway
fromit.
In a sense, the seeds of this objection to the reducibilityof
experience are already detectable in successfulcases of reduction;
forin discoveringsound to be, in reality,a wave phenomenon in
air or other media, we leave behind one viewpoint to take up
another, and the auditory, human or animal viewpoint that we
leave behind remains unreduced. Members of radically different
species may both understand the same physical events in objective terms, and this does not require that they understand the
phenomenal formsin which those events appear to the senses of
membersof the otherspecies. Thus it is a condition of theirreferring to a common reality that their more particular viewpoints
are not part of the common reality that they both apprehend.
The reduction can succeed only if the species-specificviewpoint
is omitted fromwhat is to be reduced.
But while we are right to leave this point of view aside in
seeking a fullerunderstandingof the external world, we cannot
ignore it permanently,since it is the essence of the internalworld,
and not merelya point of view on it. Most of the neobehaviorism
of recent philosophical psychologyresultsfromthe effortto substitute an objective concept of mind for the real thing, in order
to have nothingleftover which cannot be reduced. If we acknowledge that a physical theoryof mind must account for the subjective character of experience, we must admit that no presently
available conception gives us a clue how this could be done.
The problem is unique. If mental processes are indeed physical
processes, then there is something it is like, intrinsically," to
11 The relationwould therefore
not be a contingent
one, likethatofa cause
truethata certainphysicalstate
and itsdistincteffect.It would be necessarily
felta certainway. Saul Kripke (op. cit.) arguesthat causal behavioristand
related analysesof the mentalfail because theyconstrue,e.g., "pain" as a
merelycontingentname of pains. The subjectivecharacterof an experience
("its immediatephenomenologicalquality" Kripke calls it [p. 340]) is the
essentialpropertyleftout by such analyses,and the one in virtueof whichit
is, necessarily,the experienceit is. My view is closelyrelated to his. Like
have
thata certainbrain stateshouldnecessarily
Kripke,I findthe hypothesis
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undergo certain physical processes. What it is forsuch a thing to
be the case remains a mystery.
What moral should be drawn fromthese reflections,and what
should be done next? It would be a mistake to conclude that
physicalismmust be false. Nothing is proved by the inadequacy
of physicalisthypothesesthat assume a faultyobjective analysis
of mind. It would be truerto say that physicalismis a position
we cannot understand because we do not at present have any
conception of how it might be true. Perhaps it will be thought
unreasonable to require such a conception as a condition of
understanding. After all, it might be said, the meaning of
physicalismis clear enough: mental states are states of the body;
mental events are physicalevents.We do not know whichphysical
states and events they are, but that should not prevent us from
a certain subjective character incomprehensible without furtherexplanation.
No such explanation emerges from theories which view the mind-brain
relation as contingent, but perhaps there are other alternatives, not yet
discovered.
A theory that explained how the mind-brain relation was necessary would
still leave us with Kripke's problem of explaining why it nevertheless appears
contingent. That difficultyseems to me surmountable, in the following way.
We may imagine something by representingit to ourselves either perceptually,
sympathetically,or symbolically. I shall not tryto say how symbolic imagination works, but part of what happens in the other two cases is this. To imagine
something perceptually, we put ourselves in a conscious state resembling the
state we would be in if we perceived it. To imagine somethingsympathetically,
we put ourselves in a conscious state resembling the thing itself. (This method
can be used only to imagine mental events and states-our own or another's.)
When we try to imagine a mental state occurring without its associated brain
state, we firstsympatheticallyimagine the occurrence of the mental state: that
is, we put ourselves into a state that resembles it mentally. At the same time,
we attempt to perceptually imagine the non-occurrence of the associated
physical state, by putting ourselves into another state unconnected with the
first: one resembling that which we would be in if we perceived the nonoccurrence of the physical state. Where the imagination of physical features is
perceptual and the imagination of mental features is sympathetic, it appears
to us that we can imagine any experience occurring without its associated
brain state, and vice versa. The relation between them will appear contingent
even if it is necessary, because of the independence of the disparate types of
imagination.
(Solipsism, incidentally, resultsif one misinterpretssympatheticimagination
as if it worked like perceptual imagination: it then seems impossible to imagine
any experience that is not one's own.)
446
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understanding the hypothesis.What could be clearer than the
words "is" and "are"?
But I believe it is precisely this apparent clarity of the word
"is" that is deceptive. Usually, when we are told that X is we
know howit is supposed to be true,but that depends on a conceptual or theoreticalbackground and is not conveyed by the "is"
alone. We know how both "X" and "r" refer,and the kinds of
thingsto which theyrefer,and we have a rough idea how the two
referentialpathsmightconvergeon a singlething,be it an object, a
person, a process,an event, or whatever.But when the two terms
of the identificationare verydisparate it may not be so clear how
it could be true. We may not have even a rough idea of how the
two referentialpaths could converge,or what kind of thingsthey
might converge on, and a theoreticalframeworkmay have to be
supplied to enable us to understandthis. Without the framework,
an air of mysticismsurroundsthe identification.
This explains the magical flavor of popular presentationsof
fundamental scientificdiscoveries, given out as propositions to
which one must subscribe without really understanding them.
For example, people are now told at an early age that all matter
is really energy. But despite the fact that they know what "is"
means, most of them never forma conception of what makes this
claim true, because they lack the theoreticalbackground.
At the presenttime the status of physicalismis similar to that
which the hypothesisthat matter is energy would have had if
uttered by a pre-Socratic philosopher. We do not have the beginnings of a conception of how it might be true. In order to
understandthe hypothesisthat a mental event is a physical event,
we require more than an understandingof the word "is." The
idea of how a mental and a physical termmightreferto the same
thing is lacking, and the usual analogies with theoretical identificationin other fieldsfail to supply it. They fail because if we
construe the referenceof mental termsto physical events on the
usual model, we eitherget a reappearance of separate subjective
events as the effectsthroughwhich mental referenceto physical
events is secured, or else we get a false account of how mental
termsrefer(for example, a causal behavioristone).
Strangelyenough, we may have evidence forthe truthof some-
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thingwe cannot reallyunderstand.Suppose a caterpillaris locked
in a sterilesafe by someone unfamiliarwith insectmetamorphosis,
and weeks later the safe is reopened, revealing a butterfly.If the
person knows that the safe has been shut the whole time, he has
reason to believe that the butterflyis or was once the caterpillar,
without having any idea in what sense this might be so. (One
possibilityis that the caterpillarcontained a tinywinged parasite
that devoured it and grew into the butterfly.)
It is conceivable that we are in such a position with regard to
physicalism.Donald Davidson has argued that if mental events
have physical causes and effects,they must have physical descriptions.He holds thatwe have reason to believe thiseven though
we do not-and in factcouldnot-have a general psychophysical
theory.12His argumentapplies to intentionalmental events, but
I think we also have some reason to believe that sensations are
physicalprocesses,withoutbeing in a positionto understandhow.
Davidson's position is that certain physical events have irreducibly mental properties, and perhaps some view describable in
thisway is correct.But nothingof which we can now forma conception correspondsto it; nor have we any idea what a theory
would be like that enabled us to conceive of it.13
Very little work has been done on the basic question (from
which mentionof the brain can be entirelyomitted) whetherany
sense can be made of experiences' having an objective character
at all. Does it make sense,in other words,to ask what my experiences are reallylike, as opposed to how they appear to me? We
cannot genuinely understand the hypothesisthat their nature is
captured in a physical descriptionunless we understandthe more
fundamentalidea that theyhavean objective nature (or that objective processes can have a subjective nature).14
12

(Amherst,
andTheory
See "Mental Events"in Fosterand Swanson,Experience

laws.
thoughI don't understandtheargumentagainstpsychophysical
1970);
13 Similar remarksapply to my paper "Physicalism,"Philosophical
Review

in JohnO'Connor, Modern
LXXIV (i965), 339-356,reprintedwithpostscript
(New York, I969).
Materialism
14 This questionalso lies at the heartof the problemof otherminds,whose
close connectionwith the mind-bodyproblem is oftenoverlooked.If one
understoodhow subjectiveexperiencecould have an objectivenature,one
would understandthe existenceof subjectsotherthan oneself.
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I should like to close with a speculative proposal. It may be
possible to approach the gap between subjective and objective
from another direction. Setting aside temporarilythe relation
between the mind and the brain, we can pursue a more objective
understandingof the mental in its own right.At presentwe are
completely unequipped to think about the subjective character
of experiencewithoutrelyingon the imagination-without taking
up the point of view of the experientialsubject. This should be
regarded as a challenge to formnew concepts and devise a new
method-an objective phenomenology not dependent on empathy or the imagination. Though presumablyit would not capture everything,its goal would be to describe,at least in part, the
subjective character of experiences in a formcomprehensibleto
beings incapable of having those experiences.
We would have to develop such a phenomenologyto describe
the sonar experiences of bats; but it would also be possible to
begin with humans. One mighttry,forexample, to develop concepts that could be used to explain to a person blind frombirth
what it was like to see. One would reach a blank wall eventually,
but it should be possible to devise a method of expressingin objective termsmuch more than we can at present,and with much
greater precision. The loose intermodal analogies-for example,
"Red is like the sound of a trumpet"-which crop up in discussions of this subject are of little use. That should be clear to
anyone who has both heard a trumpetand seen red. But structural featuresof perceptionmight be more accessible to objective
description,even though somethingwould be leftout. And concepts alternativeto those we learn in the firstperson may enable
us to arriveat a kind of understandingeven of our own experience
which is denied us by the very ease of description and lack of
distance that subjective concepts afford.
Apart fromits own interest,a phenomenology that is in this
sense objective may permit questions about the physical15basis
15 I have not definedthe term"physical."Obviouslyit does not apply just
to what can be describedby the conceptsof contemporary
physics,since we
expect furtherdevelopments.Some may thinkthereis nothing to prevent
mentalphenomenafromeventuallybeingrecognizedas physicalin theirown
right.But whateverelse may be said of thephysical,it has to be objective.So
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of experience to assume a more intelligibleform.Aspects of subjective experience that admittedthiskind of objectivedescription
might be bettercandidates for objective explanations of a more
familiar sort. But whether or not this guess is correct,it seems
unlikely that any physical theoryof mind can be contemplated
until more thoughthas been given to the general problem of subjective and objective. Otherwise we cannot even pose the mindbody problem withoutsidesteppingit.16
THOMAS NAGEL

PrincetonUniversity

if our idea of the physicalever expands to include mental phenomena,it
will have to assigntheman objectivecharacter-whetheror not thisis done
by analyzingthemin termsofotherphenomenaalreadyregardedas physical.
It seems to me more likely,however,that mental-physicalrelationswill
termscannotbe placed
eventuallybe expressedin a theorywhosefundamental
clearlyin eithercategory.
16 I have read versionsof this paper to a numberof audiences,and am
indebtedto manypeople fortheircomments.
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